
 

This veteran was brought back to life after an explosion. 
Now he uses his life to help student veterans — and cook.

Army Veteran David Brown is in WCTC's culinary and hospitality management programs. 
Brown said cooking is therapeutic for him. (Photo: Hannah Kirby/ Now News Group) 

On Oct. 27, 2003, Army Sgt. Dave Brown was 25 yards away from a 
suicide car bomb in Iraq when it exploded, throwing him two blocks.  
"They found me dead underneath a vehicle," said Brown, 44. "They pulled 
me back, resuscitated me, then I popped up like someone gave me 
adrenaline." 
He somehow managed to lead his team back to safety.  
"You couldn't see anything," he said. "It was so weird ... I was trying to 
navigate, but there was nothing to navigate because what was there was 
no longer there." 



His elbows were injured in the accident, and he needed cortisone shots in 
his arms just to be able to continue holding up his weapons.  
"I could have went home, but decided to stay ... you don't leave your family 
behind," he said.  
There wasn't an ultrasound or X-ray machine where he was, he said, so 
the severity of his injuries was gauged by how he felt.  
"I didn't know how messed up I was," he said. 
Brown wouldn't find out just how serious his injuries were until he suffered a 
second injury during a gun battle in spring 2004.  

After receiving medical discharge in 2007, Brown discovered, as many 
veterans do, that adjusting back to civilian life would be its own battle. 
The one thing that got him through the transition and still helps him heal to 
this day: cooking. 

The second injury
In April 2004, Brown's team entered a town he recalls as being "too quiet." 
“Once we were in there, they came barreling down on us," he said.  
A gun battle broke out, and he got his team's vehicles positioned with a 
building at their backs.  
"You just see RPGs (rocket-propelled grenades) going right across you,” he 
said. “It looked like ‘Star Wars.'" 

He ran out in the open from vehicle to vehicle to 
ensure that they wouldn’t accidentally shoot each 
other. 
He ran as fast as he could and dove for cover — 
landing on his elbows.  
“It was the most painful thing," he said.  

Recovery
Brown was medevaced to the 31st CSH (combat 
support hospital) in Baghdad, which had the 
equipment necessary to determine the severity of his 
injuries.  
"They said, 'You're pretty messed up,'" he said.  
He underwent one surgery there, but the hospital 
began to be overrun.  
"They had to take me from the surgery room and 
literally slap me onto a Black Hawk and fly me under 
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fire," he said.  
The helicopter landed at a hospital in Balad, nicknamed "Tent City," which 
also came under attack.   
"That night was the longest night ever because they ordered the medics to 
leave us and get in the holes because they were bombarding us," he said.  
He was put on a C-130 to Germany for care before being transported to 
Walter Reed National Military Medical Center back in the States, where he 
underwent surgeries on his back, arms and wrists.  
After spending a year recovering, he began working as a liaison at the 
center's Mologne House Hotel. 
"A lot of these guys sit around all day, they're heavily medicated, they don't 
want to do anything," he said. "They were like 'You guys need to get 
jobs; you have to have some kind of purpose to get out of bed.'"  
He would meet with families whose sons, daughters or spouses were not 
going to survive.  
"I'd meet them wherever, get their bags, take them in, get them all settled, 
take them straight to the hospital so they could do whatever they needed to 
do," he said.  
He worked there for about three years before receiving medical discharge 
on Aug. 16, 2007. He moved back to Wisconsin the next day.  



 
Veteran David Brown's motto is "I will always risk my life to save another, and I'll always 
help someone in need." (Photo: Submitted) 

Healing through cooking
While being a stay-at-home dad to his five children, now ages 11-21, Brown 
found healing through cooking.  
"That's the one thing I could do that was therapeutic," he said. "It allowed 
me to be creative, allowed me to explore and allowed me to forget." 
Cooking became Brown's outlet while he was oversees.  
"Over in Iraq, you had nothing," he said. "You had to make something out 
of nothing." 



He said he got very creative, mixing random ingredients with ramen, or 
rationing noodles because he found out sauce would be available the next 
day.  
"We were very limited where we were, so you had to make the best of it," 
he said.  

Going to culinary school 
Just like Brown, cooking is his younger sister Jess Eddy's passion, too.  
Eddy started attending Waukesha County Technical College for baking and 
pastry management in 2015, and she encouraged her brother to join her.  
"I would just bring it up to him, 'I think it would be good for you, I think it 
would be therapeutic,'" she said. 
It didn't take much to talk him into it. 

Brown enrolled in WCTC's culinary and 
hospitality management programs in 2016, 
and even took some classes with his sister.  
After graduating in 2018, Eddy started her 
own business, The Hockey Baker, formerly 
known as Jess E's Cakes and Donuts, in 
which she makes cakes, cupcakes and 
special requests. Earlier this year, she was 
on an episode of the Food Network's 
"Halloween Baking Championship." 
Brown plans to finish his culinary degree in 
2020 and hospitality the following year.  
This semester, Brown said, he worked on 
making burgers, lobster, sauces and 
dabbled with French cuisine. Seafood is his 
current muse.  
"He's always been good at cooking, but it's 
been really cool to see him learn new things 
and be excited about it," Eddy said.  

Helping 
student veterans 
When Brown isn't in the kitchen, he's 
at WCTC's Veterans Center, working as a 

student mentor.  
"It's been really cool to not only see him thrive and be passionate about 
something, but also see these other military veterans look up to him and 
have him be able to be an outlet for them," Eddy said.  
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Brown said everything he has gone through — war, PTSD, addiction — has 
helped him help others.  
"At the end of the day, they just want to know that it's going to be OK," 
Brown said.  
One student Brown mentored is Adam Miller of New Berlin, a Marine 
veteran and 2019 graduate of WCTC.  
"The world needs more people like Dave Brown," said Miller, 25.  
If Miller was overwhelmed with school work or personal matters, he said 
Brown would drop everything to focus on him, no matter how busy he was 
or what he was working on.  
"Dave is a very selfless man ... It's never about him, it's about everybody 
else," Miller said.  
Miller went on to become a Waukesha police officer, and Brown attended 
his pinning ceremony on Dec. 16.  
"What was amazing about that moment is I thought about when he first 
came in ... It was nice to see all his hard work was paid off in that one 
moment," Brown said.  
"I couldn't have been where I am today without his (Brown's) mentorship 
and his guidance, that's for sure," Miller said.  
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Veteran David Brown is a student mentor at WCTC's Veterans Center. (Photo: Hannah 
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His own battles
When Brown thinks a student needs additional resources, he directs them 
to the college's counseling services, which he also uses himself.  
"It's for two reasons," Brown said. "One, I need it. Two, it shows you 
(students) that you can use it, too ... there's no shame in using it." 
The last two weeks of October and the first two weeks of November, 
around the time of his first injury, is always the most difficult for Brown.  
"I forget I got hit by a car bomb at that time, but my body reminds me every 
year," he said.  
Anytime Brown walks into a room, he said he automatically looks for exits 
and entries. In classrooms, he usually sits by the door in case an intruder 
walks in.  
"Your mind starts thinking, 'What if this happens, what if this happens,'" he 
said. "The hard part is, your body starts to react ... that's why you see a lot 
of these guys (veterans) tense, because they're actually going through 
these scenarios in their head, but their bodies are reacting as it's 
happening." 
He credits cooking with keeping his life in balance.  

Joining the Army
Brown, a West Bend resident, grew up in Milwaukee and graduated from 
Hamilton High School in 1994.  
He was working at Sears Portrait Studio with his mom while playing hockey 
when he made a Minnesota Junior Hockey League team.  
But with a baby on the way, he decided to turn that down and join the Army 
in '95.  
"I've always been fascinated with it," he said. "I went in, and it was exactly 
like being part of a hockey team. You're a part of a team and work 
together." 
After basic training and advanced individual training, Brown went to 
airborne school and air assault school, then became a part of an airborne 
unit.  
"It was a pretty high-speed unit and physically demanding," he said.  
His first job was being a forward artillery observer.  
"You kind of move forward, call in airstrikes," he said. "It's the team that 
goes out there and tries to advance bigger elements by utilizing things that 
we have." 
What they had were gunships and A-10s, which he said were everyone's 
favorite.  
After spending four years on active duty, Brown joined the National Guard 
to get into military policing.  



The Sept. 11 terrorist attacks happened toward the end of his contract, so 
he re-enlisted to deploy.  
Brown's motto is "I will always risk my life to save another, and I'll always 
help someone in need." 
"That will never change," he said. "It's just the way it is." 
Contact Hannah Kirby at hannah.kirby@jrn.com. Follow her on Twitter at 
@HannahHopeKirby.
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